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one which satisfies it with wholesome food. The fact that the
moth gets burnt is not relevant to whether its flight to the candle
flame was purposive or mechanistic. The fact that most of the
activities of animals have consequences beneficial to them is capable
of explanation, in principle at any rate, on familiar Darwinian
lines. Granted that organisms vary in regard to their innate
modes of response to stimuli, and that these variations are
inherited, then the principle of natural selection accounts for the
evolution from a common ancestor of different types of organisms
characterized by activities tending to their survival. But though
natural selection may be invoked to explain how it comes about
that the activities of organisms commonly have results beneficial
to themselves and the species, the question whether these activities
are purposive or not is more fundamental. In fact, what natural
selection does in this respect is to preserve those organisms whose
acts are purposed to ends which have more remote consequences
favouring the survival of themselves and the species, and to
eliminate those whose acts are purposed to ends having harmful
consequences. The utility or harmfulness of the acts of organisms
is therefore not itself relevant to the problem whether they are
purposive or not.

Throughout this discussion I will use the word 'purposeful' for
an act directed towards an end or goal when that end is consciously
conceived, and 'purposive' for an act directed towards an end when
we have to leave undecided the question whether the end is
consciously conceived or not. If our argument is correct, the
responses of my tissue cells to stimuli are purposive acts, though
I am not even aware that they are going on. But I am not the
agent concerned in the response of my tissue cell. The agent is
the cell itself, and if the ends to which its actions are directed are ,
consciously conceived, they are conceived by the cell and not by
me. We are not, however, concerned at present with the question
whether or not an agent must be conscious of the ends to which
it directs its actions.

Since a purposive act in the sense we are using it is always the
act of an agent, the first task in considering whether an act is
purposive or not is to identify the agent, and this brings us at once
to a source of confusion in the use of the concept of purpose in
biology.

It is common to distinguish between a reflex and an instinctive
act on the grounds that the former is mechanistic, or at least not